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WELCOME

Thank you for your interest in learning about and developing a
Community-Centric Approach within your organization. At Valley
Settlement, we have been implementing and evolving our approach with
the community over the last 10 years and are thrilled to share what we
have learned.

In addition to this implementation guide, we have also created a technical
assistance program to support you in the design and implementation of
your own approach. This Implementation Guide is intended to be a
supplement to the TA program. It can also serve as a preview to concepts
that the TA experience will dive into more deeply. We recognize that
adopting a Community-Centric Approach is a journey and not a

destination and look forward to traveling alongside you.

As you will read in this guide, this approach is not prescriptive. Every
community, every organization, and every program is unique. We welcome
you to use this guide to advance your personal and organizational

exploration toward working in and with your community.
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PURPOSE OF THIS GUIDE

The guide should be used in concert with Valley Settlement’s technical assistance
program to support you in implementing your version of this approach with your
community. More specifically, the purpose of this guide is to help you to understand:

e The components of this approach

e Common practices associated with this approach

e Stories and examples of how Valley Settlement is implementing this approach
e A process for creating your approach to working in and with your community

This manual and the accompanying TA experience were created for people and
organizations who want to promote a more inclusive and collaborative approach to
working in and with their community.

HOW TO USE THIS DOCUMENT

This guide provides a framework, sample practices, examples, and stories on how
Valley Settlement is implementing a Community-Centric Approach. It is not meant to
be a standalone document, but a support resource for those engaging in Valley
Settlement’s Technical Assistance Program. You can read more about the TA program in

this overview document.

This guide is not meant to be read once from start to finish and then put aside. We
encourage people to digest one section at a time and use it as a reference to help you
to continue your journey and support any technical assistance that you may receive
from Valley Settlement. Feel free to refer to the guide when you are ready to take the
next step in your journey, when you want to gain more examples from Valley
Settlement, or when you want to better understand a component in this approach.
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GRATITUDE AND ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

So many people have contributed, in one way or another, to the development of Valley
Settlement’s Community-Centric Approach that lifting up every name would no doubt

double the size of this document.

We have learned so much with and from the community members who have engaged
in programming with us, shared their expertise and their experiences, and guided our
work. Many of these community members have then taken the step of joining our team
as leaders; some as volunteers in the Parent Mentor program or Promotoras initiative,
some as members of our Board of Directors, and others as staff members and leaders
within the organization. Their work has left an indelible mark on our community. Thank
you.

We have also learned from those who have collaborated and partnered with us to
support, sustain, and grow our work. We are grateful for the partners, donors,
consultants, and others in the community whose paths cross and intertwine with ours as
we pursue our respective missions in the greater work of creating more equitable, just,

and inclusive communities.

Each of Valley Settlement’s staff and board members, both past and present, put their
own unique thumbprint on the work we do in and with community. This includes those
who worked to seed the idea that began Valley Settlement over a decade ago, the
community organizers who started by listening, and the families who opened their
homes and hearts to share their experiences. Our journey began with their stories, and
we are ever grateful to those who trusted us enough to share their experiences in those

early days.
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COMMUNITY-CENTRIC
APPROACH
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OVERVIEW

At Valley Settlement we believe in the power of collaborating with families
to nurture cultural connections, increase a sense of belonging, and create

thriving communities where all can reach their full potential.

Picture a Venn diagram with two slightly
overlapping circles. One circle is a
nonprofit and the other circle is the \
community they work with. Traditionally, ~ Nonprofit
each group has had its separate roles |
and responsibilities.

This separation has created policies and practices that have been shaped
without the direct collaboration of those most impacted, resulting in

programs, institutions, and systems that don't work well for families.

To understand Valley Settlement’s

Community-Centric Approach with the local
Latina/o community, slowly push those two
circles together until you: Community

& Nonprofit |

e Remove the artificial lines that exist

between nonprofit organizations and

community members.
e See staff with expertise rooted in lived experience playing essential

roles at the organization and within the community.
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e End the paternalistic nature of the nonprofit sector and replace it
with authentic community collaboration focused on listening,

reflection, and learning.

There are three main components to our Community-Centric Approach

that consist of the following:

e Rooted Values — Everything we do is rooted in community and
organizational values. All of our decisions, practices, and programs
are informed by these values.

e Aligned Core Practices — Our values inform the Core Practices that
create the framework for a Community-Centric Approach. These
practices help to create the structure and culture of our organization.

e Community-Centric Programs — As a result of our values and Core
Practices, staff and community members are able to build
relationships and work together to create community programs.

Adopting this approach will look different for each organization and within

each community. We don’t have all the answers, but your community will.
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ORIGINS OF THE APPROACH

To better understand Valley Settlement's approach, it may be helpful to first understand
Valley Settlement and our origins.

Our founding was simple. We began by listening.

Valley Settlement started as a project of the Manaus Fund, a social justice organization
serving the Roaring Fork Valley, in 2011. The project was started in response to a
challenge to identify and address the needs of the fast-growing immigrant community
in the Roaring Fork Valley.

Funded by an initial planning grant from the W.K. Kellogg Foundation, bilingual and
bicultural community organizers spent nine months conducting 300 one-on-one
conversations with families in low-income neighborhoods. Often over coffee at the
kitchen table, they learned about the needs, hopes, fears, and dreams of what many
called a "hard to reach population.” Through these conversations, Valley Settlement
learned that only 1% of these families’ preschool-age children were enrolled in
preschool. Latina/o families reported being unconnected to schools, services, and jobs.

In response, Valley Settlement created a pipeline of early childhood and parent
engagement programs designed to eliminate barriers to participation. As trust grew,
staff continued to listen, learning about additional unmet needs. Today, Valley
Settlement works with hundreds of families annually through six 2Gen programs that
are consistently evaluated and evolving to respond to the community’s needs and
aspirations.

For more information on Valley Settlement, please visit our website:
https://valleysettlement.org/

VALUES-ROOTED TREE

We have created a Values-Rooted Tree diagram to help us and others understand the
interconnected nature of Valley Settlement’s Approach. Like a tree, there are parts of
our approach that are visible to the community - areas like the impact on our
community and our programs. There are also parts that may be harder to see. For

example, the inside of the tree trunk and our Core Practices provide a somewhat
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hidden structure that provides stability and supports growth. Finally, there are our
deeper-rooted values that anchor the tree, keep us grounded, and nurture our entire
structure.

Every leaf, every branch, and every aspect of the tree ultimately stems from the roots.
When reading through the tree, start at the roots and make your way up to the canopy.
In this guide, we will use the framework of this Values-Rooted Tree diagram to model
Valley Settlement’s Approach. For more information on this tree, please see this Prezi
presentation.

\

COMMUNITY-CENTRIC
PROGRAMS

COMMUNITY
IMPACT

COMMUNITY

CORE
PRACTICES

VALUES
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IMPACT OF APPROACH

Traditionally, nonprofits have viewed the impact of their programs as the end goal for
their organization. In a Community-Centric Approach, as seen in the Values-Rooted
Tree diagram, the impact that staff and community create together results in
Community-Centric Programs.

In a Community-Centric Approach, staff and community members feel a shared sense
of belonging, trust, and interconnection in which they work together to create changes
in the community. The Community-Centric Approach emphasizes the communities’ role
in creating and implementing programs, and centers individuals as the agents of
change in their own lives.

STAFF AND COMMUNITY IMPACT EXAMPLE

Listed below are some of the impacts that staff and community members have voiced

they experience as a result of Valley Settlement’s approach.
Staff members experience:
e A deep sense of commitment and care for the community
e A sense of confidence and empowerment

e Feelings of acceptance and belonging within the community and the
organization

e Opportunities to advance their role and their career

e An ability to understand and overcome barriers that the community experiences
Community members experience:

e A deep sense of commitment to Valley Settlement programs and the community

e A sense of mutual trust and respect with Valley Settlement staff and the

organization
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e Feelings of acceptance and belonging without judgment

e A passion for participating in multiple Valley Settlement programs and sharing

programs with other community members

THE RIPPLE EFFECT

Staff and community are inextricably intertwined; two branches of the same tree. Staff
members live in and are members of the community we work with, and many are
former or current program participants. As you can see in the above example, Valley
Settlement staff and community members experience similar impacts associated with
feeling valued, passionate, and a sense of belonging that lead to successful programs.
This mirrored reflection of staff and community members is an intentional and critical
component of a Community-Centric Approach.

It is difficult to invest in the community without investing in staff. It is unfair to trust staff
and not trust community members. It is hypocritical to value staff input and not to value
community input. The policies, procedures, and practices we create internally within

our organization ripple into our programs and echo in the community.

CONNECTIONS WITH OTHER APPROACHES

Although Valley Settlement brings a unique approach to working with the community,
there are other initiatives that share some common traits and values with Valley
Settlement’s approach. In fact, the origin of Valley Settlement's name was derived from
the Settlement House movement in the late 19th and early 20th centuries to support

immigrants in Chicago and New York.

The initiatives described below have some common elements with Valley Settlement’s
approach.

Design Thinking

User Design Thinking is a creative problem-solving approach focused on understanding
the needs and experiences of others. It emphasizes empathy, encouraging designers
to immerse themselves in others’ perspectives to create relevant and responsive
solutions. This iterative process involves brainstorming, prototyping, and testing ideas,
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ensuring that the final product not only meets functional requirements but also
provides an enjoyable and meaningful experience. By prioritizing input and feedback
throughout the development process, design thinking has several common elements
with Valley Settlement’s approach to working in and with the community. For more
information on this approach, please refer to the organization |IDEO.

Community-Centric Fundraising

Community-Centric Fundraising is a movement founded by community organizers and
nonprofit leaders of color in the Pacific Northwest that prioritizes equity, social justice,
and community in nonprofit fundraising and philanthropy practices. This method
emphasizes grounding philanthropy and fundraising practices in equity and social
justice, building relationships with and authentically engaging all stakeholders, and
fostering collaboration and resource sharing to create a mutual benefit between the
organization and its community of stakeholders. Unlike traditional fundraising that may
focus solely on financial goals, Community-Centric Fundraising seeks to cultivate a
sense of belonging and shared purpose, encouraging ongoing support and
collaboration throughout the nonprofit sector. By involving community members in the
process, prioritizing equity and social justice, and addressing community members'’
priorities, this approach has a strong alignment with Valley Settlement’s
Community-Centric Approach. For more information on this approach, please refer to
the Community-Centric Fundraising website.
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ROOT IN COMMUNITY
VALUES
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OVERVIEW

Every day, organizations make decisions. Those decisions can be informed
by many factors, like a mission statement, data, a CEO’s vision, or a policy.
In a Community-Centric Approach, the values of the community are central
to all organizational decision-making. To create a Community-Centric
Approach, it is essential for an organization to be intentional about their
decision-making by reflecting on what values informed their prior decisions
and determining the community values that will influence their future

decisions.

Not only will these values drive your organization’s decision-making, they
will also influence everything from HR practices to program design. That is
why taking the time to work inclusively with your community to uncover
your Organizational Values is so critical to creating a truly
Community-Centric Approach.
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IMPLEMENTATION - ROOT IN COMMUNITY VALUES

Establish Community-Driven Organizational Values

Many organizations have established organizational values that may be present on their
website, in written publications, or perhaps posted somewhere in an office or
programming space. Some organizations may live and breathe these values,
integrating them into their daily organizational practices, decision-making processes,
and programming. Others may occasionally refer to these values when hiring or
onboarding staff, or in an annual retreat. However, if the process of developing these
values did not heavily involve the community you work with, it is time to revisit and
refresh these values to ensure they are relevant to and prioritized by your community.

Below are three key implementation practices to support you in beginning to
understand and articulate the community-driven values that will become your guide.

LISTENING AND REFLECTION

Your organization will need to pay attention and listen to the values of community
members and staff members and create a space for the organization to reflect on what
is being heard in the community and within the organization. The facilitated activity on

page 22 provides one example of how you may choose to begin.

CLEAR DOCUMENTATION OF VALUES

Through an iterative process of drafting and feedback loops, you should create, refine,
and validate the values that you see and hear in the community, within the programs,
and throughout the organization. It is essential for these values to resonate on the

community, programmatic, and organizational levels.

STRONG ORGANIZATIONAL COMMITMENT

Ensure people at multiple levels within the organization are committed to the values
that are important to your community. Misalignment of values may create discomfort in
staff, leadership, or board members. This can be expected in organizations that have
operated in a paternalistic or hierarchical manner in the past. If the organization is
committed to a Community-Centric Approach, you may have to sit in the discomfort of

Valley Settlement Implementation Guide | 17

\/allea i? %A—uem‘zw‘— . aspeninstitute



change as those who are misaligned with community values make choices about their
own futures at the organization.

Integrate Values into Internal Systems

Once community members have voiced their values and the organization has
articulated those which guide the work, it is time to integrate those values into your
organization’s internal systems and processes. This ensures that your organization’s
actions and priorities are constantly checked against and aligned with your

community-voiced values.

Below are key implementation practices that will support you in integrating your

community-voiced values into your organization’s systems.
HIRE BASED ON VALUES

Use values-based questions in the interview process to assess and hire candidates.
These staff will become ambassadors for your approach and can reinforce those values
within the organization.

CONDUCT VALUES BASED PERFORMANCE REVIEWS

Incorporate values into the annual performance review process and provide
opportunities for reflection that will reinforce the importance of a values-informed
approach.

MAKE VALUES-ALIGNED DECISIONS

Integrate values into organizational and programmatic decision-making and
goal-setting to help ensure that those values continue to be prioritized within the
organization.

INVEST IN STAFF

Hiring staff based on values may require additional training and support to ensure skill
sets align with job responsibilities. Invest in systems and training that will support staff
in acquiring the knowledge, skills, and abilities needed for their role.

Valley Settlement Implementation Guide | 18

Vel B 2 et

. aspen institute



Set the Conditions for Values to Be Respected and Practiced

It is the responsibility of everyone in an organization to live your organizational values
through their actions and decisions at work, but they must feel supported to do so.
Here are some key practices Valley Settlement has engaged in to set the conditions for
staff to feel confident about their work within the values framework.

CREATE AN EMOTIONALLY SAFE ENVIRONMENT

By creating and modeling a highly collaborative environment where all opinions are
valued, staff and community members feel encouraged and supported to openly
discuss and challenge misalignments with community and organizational values when
they happen.

CONDUCT A VALUES AUDIT

Formally or informally review a variety of programmatic and organizational policies,
procedures, and practices to make sure they align with your values. Many organizations
are already using a Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion committee to review and improve
their approach to DEI, which could serve as a model for a similar review to ensure

values alignment.
ENSURE FINANCIAL STABILITY

Implementing an approach rooted in values may not always be the most cost-efficient
approach. The additional time and the potential for refusing funding from misaligned
donors may require organizations to be more financially stable. While financial stability
is by no means a prerequisite to implementing a Community-Centric Approach, it does
support an organization’s resilience when facing potential funder misalignment. Valley
Settlement's Technical Assistance program addresses this topic in more depth.

EXAMPLE

Valley Settlement’s Organizational Values were articulated during an inclusive strategic
planning process that was preceded by an in-depth listening tour in the community.
During the listening tour, twenty bilingual Latina Valley Settlement staff members spent
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six weeks knocking on doors in neighborhoods from Aspen to Parachute. The team
recorded interviews with a total of 226 individuals in their homes. Each week was
bookended with a reflective session for staff to gather, debrief, and reflect on the
stories heard in the community.

After the bulk of one-on-one interviews had been conducted, staff paused to assess
trends in the conversations and identify gaps in information. The staff then
collaborated to identify goals, questions, and target populations for focus groups. For
the next three months, the Valley Settlement interview team held nine focus groups
with a total of 90 individuals to ensure diverse voices were included in the dataset.

Interviews and focus group data were analyzed in the original language by contracted
bilingual analysts with lived experience who truly understood the cultural context
behind the conversations. This was key to ensuring the interview subject’s authentic

voice showed up in the findings.

The listening tour findings informed a year-long strategic planning process, where the
Valley Settlement staff and board worked together to map out organizational direction
over the next five years, affirm and articulate the organization’s mission and values, and
clearly illuminate a vision for the future.

Listed below are the values that resulted from that process.
Valley Settlement Values

e Listening - We are an organization that will always listen first. We listen with
empathy and open hearts, to truly understand others’ perspectives and lived

experiences

e Trusting Relationships - We strive to build strong and lasting relationships where
each person feels safe, respected, and valued.

e Equity and Inclusion - We approach each decision as an opportunity to hear the
voices of all who may be impacted, and work to co-create solutions together.
We strive to ensure that the imbalances, biases, structural barriers, and historical
realities that persist in our society are identified and overcome in our work.

e Education and Growth - We know education unlocks endless potential for

growth and believe it should be shared freely.
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e Commitment to Community - Our stories are intertwined with the fabric of our
community. We give the best of ourselves to our work, embracing the
challenges, triumphs, and histories within each family we work with.

e Reflection - We engage in an intentional and thoughtful process to pause, reflect

on, and learn from our experiences, changing course when needed.

e |eading with Integrity - We hold ourselves and each other accountable to our
guiding principles, acting with consistency, transparency, and honesty.

— Tracy Bethell, Director of Finance and Operations

STORY

The following story shows one example of how Valley Settlement’s value of
Commitment to Community influenced an organizational practice.

“We had a site visit from a longtime, deeply trusted partner, one of our largest funders.
The site visit included plans to attend a Family Night, where we typically expect around
sixty attendees. We had bad weather that night, and | was worried that families weren’t
going to come. | was preoccupied with what the funder needed and what they might
think of us if we had low attendance. | know it is our value to celebrate families as
they're able to participate with us. Yet | felt this pressure because it was a key funder.
And so, | called the manager to see if we had reached out to families, who then called
the team.

| later found out the staff member hosting the event felt a lot of shame, because,
instead of 60 people attending, 37 people came, which is already an extraordinary
number.
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What | had unintentionally communicated by placing that call was that the numbers
matter more than people. And so | had to look inside myself. | apologized to the staff
person and the entire leadership team because my actions had caused harm, having
been more aligned with the paternalistic expectation of what others wanted from us,
instead of celebrating the authentic stories and experiences of staff, children, and

families in our programs.

At the next leadership meeting, | said, ‘You will never again get that phone call from
me about how many people are showing up because | trust that you are doing what's
best with the resources that you have. You are in community and know the families that
can or can't attend. | don't ever want any staff member or family to feel pressure, that
there's any kind of quid pro quo for them participating in a Valley Settlement event.’
That experience was a pivotal turning point that helped us shape how we now host site
visits, where we prioritize what we are willing to give of ourselves, and where people

experience the authentic reality of programming, not a performative display.”

Maria Tarajano Rodman, Executive Director, Valley Settlement

FACILITATED ACTIVITY - EXPLORING VALUES

This activity can be facilitated with a diverse group of 6-15 stakeholders associated with
your organization to explore your communities’ values. Participants may include staff,
partners, board members, or funders and must involve program participants who are
members of the community you work with. Please note, if your organization hasn’t
already defined who your community is, you may want to create that definition before
starting this activity. Feel free to modify this activity to better align with your group.

Activity Objectives:
e Reflect on the things that are important to community members
e |dentify different values that are important to your community

e Discuss community members’ priorities associated with different values
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Activity

Description

Materials

Introduction

Approx. 5-10
minutes

Share the objectives of the session and explain
that we will be exploring what is important to the
community.

Ask participants to introduce themselves and
share something that is important to them or
something they value. Write the responses on a
piece of flipchart.

Marker,
Flipchart

paper

Exploring
Values

Approx.
30-45
minutes

Place three flipcharts around the room with the
following titles:

. What are the activities and places that
people value in your community?

. Who are the people and organizations
that the community values?

. How do people in your community want
to be treated by others?

Divide the group into three smaller groups. Ask
each group to go to a different flipchart paper
and write their brainstormed answers on the
flipchart paper. After 5-10 minutes ask the
groups to rotate to a different flipchart paper.
After each group has contributed to each
flipchart paper, facilitate the following
discussion:

. Why do you think people value certain
organizations, activities, places, and people?

. What are some common themes that you
noticed within each flipchart paper and
between the flipchart papers?

. Based on these flipchart papers and your
experience with the community, what values are
important to our community?

Write down the different values on a piece of
flipchart paper.

Markers,
flipchart

paper

Exploring
Priorities

Approx.
20-30
minutes

Break the large group into three small groups
and ask them to write the values listed on the
flipchart paper into one of the following tiers:
J Tier One: Values that are essential to
most community members

. Tier Two: Values that are somewhat

Markers,
Flipchart

paper

Veley B et
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important to most community members

. Tier Three: Values that aren’t important
to most community members

After groups have ranked the values in each of
the three tiers ask them to look at other groups’
tiers and discuss the following:

. What are some similarities you see
between each groups’ Tier One values? Why do
you think there are those similarities?

J What are some differences between
groups’ Tier One values? Why do you think
there are those differences?

. What are the values that most people
can agree are important to the community?
Underline those values.

Encourage the group to discuss the Tier One
and underlined values with other community
members. Participants should try to determine
what values align with their priorities and
explore any values that are missing.

Next Steps
Reconvene the group after they have reached
. . . N/A
Approx. 1-2 out to the community to see if they would like
months to make any changes to the underlined list.

Ask the group to reflect on a finalized list of
community values and ask them to explore how
those values can translate into organizational
values.
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DEFINE AND ALIGN
CORE PRACTIGES
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OVERVIEW

An organization’s practices are how its values are lived in the community.
Alignment between values and practice fosters trust, enhances operational
effectiveness, and nurtures authentic relationships with the community,
staff, and other stakeholders. For nonprofits, this alignment is essential, as
it reflects a commitment to integrity, shared accountability, and mutual
respect. Defining Core Practices that embody your community-driven
Organizational Values ensures that daily actions not only advance the
organization’s mission but also honor the expertise, contributions, and
lived experiences of community members and program staff.
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IMPLEMENTATION - DEFINE AND ALIGN CORE PRACTICES

Community-driven Core Practices prioritize the needs, perspectives, and active
participation of the community. These practices emphasize collaboration, inclusivity,
and shared decision-making, ensuring that programs and initiatives are shaped by
those who are most impacted by them. Core practices are how you live your values.

Articulate Current Practices

If your organization has been around for many years, you may already have assessed
and articulated your core practices. If you have not, begin by examining how you make
decisions, how you prioritize your work, which stakeholders tend to hold more power

"

or influence and which hold less, and what your “always do’s” and “never do's” are. For
example, we always ensure job postings are listed internally as well as externally. We
never put someone on a waitlist for programming without a plan for following up with
them. Begin to notice patterns around behavior and consistencies in practices across
different departments or areas of your work. See the Facilitated Activity on page 32 for
an example of how you may choose to begin. Valley Settlement’s Technical Assistance
Program, Walk with Us, can support you in diving deeper into the articulation of your

Core Practices if they are not yet defined.
Conduct a Values Assessment of Current Practices

To implement a Community-Centric Approach, your Core Practices must align with
your Organizational Values. Check each practice against your community-driven
Organizational Values. Are they in alignment? Do your practices reinforce your values,
or do they undermine them? Find the places where there is friction between values and
practices and dig in; explore how your current practices may be unintentionally
creating harm within your organization or the community. When misalignments are
found at Valley Settlement, staff engage in a process to actively reject the practices.
This may look like turning down funding opportunities or changing paternalistic
language or decisions.

Below are examples of how some of Valley Settlement’s practices are aligned with our
community-driven Organizational Values (found on pages 20 and 21).
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LISTENING

Practice: Engage in Intentional Listening

Valley Settlement takes the time to listen to community members to develop and
continuously improve programming and drive organizational priorities. This includes
conducting annual program evaluation, in-person feedback sessions and focus groups,

and community-wide listening tours.

TRUSTING RELATIONSHIPS

Practice: Prioritize Relationship Building and Trust

The best partnerships with staff, community members, funders, and other agencies
happen in the context of a relationship. Prioritizing open communication, in-person
meetings, working with trusted messengers, being vulnerable, and building trust is
central to implementing organizational priorities.

Practice: Give Space and Grace for Learning

Implementing a Community-Centric Approach takes time and patience. Valley
Settlement gives staff the space to experiment and take chances while also giving them
grace when challenges and obstacles appear. We create feedback loops and make
continuous learning a part of the process, engaging in repair work when mistakes are
made.

REFLECTION

Practice: Create Intentional Space for Reflection

Staff at Valley Settlement spend time reflecting on what they are hearing from the
community to adjust and evolve the work. This may look like using community
feedback to determine how organizational priorities should be implemented,
convening focus groups to inform the evolution of pilot programs, or hosting an
organization-wide evaluation retreat to analyze and interpret program data.

EQUITY AND INCLUSION

Practice: Promote Collaborative Leadership
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Implementing a Community-Centric Approach works best in an environment with
shared leadership and shared decision making. This shared ownership should be
extended not only to staff but to community members.

Practice: Align Language

Language can be a powerful and influential tool. Valley Settlement places a strong
emphasis on the use of language that aligns with our values, and we continuously
refine language based on a values assessment. This may look like eliminating language
that positions the organization as the change agent, instead centering program
participants as the ones creating change in their own lives, families, and communities.

Practice: Values-aligned Job Descriptions and Hiring

Job descriptions and hiring practices reflect the priorities established by the
organization, including an emphasis on lived expertise and the ability to identify with
the experiences, cultural backgrounds, and languages represented within the
community.

EXAMPLE

Four Core Practices, derived from the Organizational Values found on pages 20 and 21,
drive Valley Settlement'’s work.

Authentic Community Collaboration

This Core Practice creates the conditions for authentic community collaboration
through empathy, active listening, individualized support, flexible programming, and
small group work. We prioritize relationship building by physically and emotionally
immersing ourselves in community. It is also essential that we reject a paternalistic
approach and accept people without judgment to create a truly authentic environment

for collaboration.
Invest in Staff with Lived Expertise

We hire, believe in, value, trust, and invest in staff with expertise rooted in lived
experience. These staff members are bilingual and/or bicultural, culturally responsive,
and understand the community we work with because they are of the community. They
are also passionate, loving, caring, committed, and hard-working individuals. We invest
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in staff and in an environment that creates the conditions for them to thrive and lead.
This environment has open, clear, and positive communication, and works in

partnership with staff through intentional and shared decision-making.

We would like to note that the term “lived experience” has become insufficient to fully
recognize the depth of expertise that individuals hold. This expertise is rooted in and
informed by lived experience, and should be recognized and valued just as expertise
developed through education and career traditionally is. Throughout this manual the

" n

terms “lived expertise,” “expertise,” and “lived experience” are used. While not

interchangeable, they are deeply connected.
Ensure Values-Aligned Resources

Valley Settlement prioritizes the engagement of human and financial resources that are
committed to our values and invest in sustainable programming. Through relationship
building, mutuality, trust, fiscal responsibility, thriving wages, benefits for staff, and an

equity lens we strive to be trusted stewards of our human and financial resources.
Evolve Through Continuous Learning

The evolution of our work doesn’t happen naturally but through ongoing
experimentation, pausing, reflecting, learning, integrating feedback, and innovation.
This cyclical approach is supported by a rigorous and inclusive evaluation process that
drives insights and change.

— Karen Oliva, El Busesito Assistant Preschool Manager, Valley Settlement
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STORY

The following story shows how Valley Settlement’s Core Practice of Investing in Staff
with Lived Expertise was integrated into the organization.

“Valley Settlement is the first professional work environment for many staff members.
We prioritize hiring candidates with lived expertise instead of focusing on traditional
education and job experience. A great example is Olivia, who, after moving to the
United States and having children, worked in housekeeping most of her career. Later in

life, she also cared for her grandchildren at home when she was not housekeeping.

After meeting Valley Settlement staff through our summer door-knocking efforts, Olivia
joined our Family, Friends, and Neighbors (FFN) program as a participant. When we
later opened a part-time position for a babysitter, Olivia applied and got the job.

We later opened up a family educator position in the FFN program. Olivia had
continued her housekeeping work but was passionate about working with children. |
remember Olivia coming to me, saying, “/ want to apply, but | don't know if | have the
skill set. | have no experience and am still learning to use a computer.” She was
nervous, but she was the best person for that position, being somebody who cared for
children and a previous participant. After she accepted her new role as a family
educator, Olivia stepped into her leadership. She worked with us for four years,
showing remarkable dedication and openness to learning before preparing for the final
stage of her career, retirement.

Valley Settlement provides professional development stipends and resources to
support staff like Olivia in reaching their desired positions. It's essential to encourage
staff to apply for new roles and acknowledge their skills and experiences, as this helps
dismantle the gratitude mentality that often prevents growth. This approach has
influenced our recruitment, hiring, onboarding, and ongoing training structures. We
develop pathways to align with staff passions, skill sets, and experiences. We have
learned that you must create diverse career pathways to have a diverse organization.
Behind this practice of investing in staff with lived expertise lies a strong desire to see
our community thrive, particularly seeing Latinas/os in these positions. This is exciting
because it's not typical in our region.”

Kenia Pinela, Director of Programs and Innovation, Valley Settlement
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FACILITATED ACTIVITY - KEY INGREDIENTS

This activity can be facilitated with a diverse group of 6-15 stakeholders associated with
your organization. Participants may include staff, partners, board members, funders,
program participants and/or community members. Please note, if your organization
hasn't already defined your community and organizational values you will need to
solidify those values before this activity. Feel free to modify this activity to better align

with your group.

Activity Objectives:

e |dentify the core and cross-cutting approaches and activities within your
organization

e Articulate your organizational practices based on values-aligned activities and
approaches that are core to your organization

e Ensure a strong alignment between your organizational practices and your
community and organizational values

Activity Description Materials
Share the objectives of the session and explain
Introduction th‘at‘you will be exploring the core practices that
will influence the approach of the organization. Markers,
Flipchart
Approx. 5-10 | Ask participants to share one thing that is paper
minutes essential in the organization’s approach or
activities. Write down their responses.
Baking a Show the group a recipe for chocolate chip
Cookie cookies. Ask the group the following
questions: Markers,
. What is essential in this recipe with flipchart
Approx. , : .
either the ingredients or the process that paper
29'30 needs to be there to create great tasting
minutes chocolate chip cookies?

Valley Settlement Implementation Guide | 32

\/allea E%A_NQNQNL . aspeninstitute



. What is optional or can be adapted in
the recipe while still creating great tasting
chocolate chip cookies?

Encourage the group to think about all of the
activities and approaches that are essential or
core for the organization. Use probing
questions about marketing; communications;
human resources; programming; governance;
and diversity, equity, and inclusion to help
people brainstorm ideas. Ask participants to
write each idea on separate post it notes.

Aligning
with Values

Approx.
20-30
minutes

Place each organizational/community value on
a separate piece of paper around the room.
Ask participants to take the post-it notes and
place them on the values that align with those
practices. Leave those activities and
approaches on the table that don’t directly
align with a value.

Facilitate the following discussion:

e Which values have the most activities
and approaches post-it notes? Why do
you think those values are more
represented in our core activities?

e Which values had the least number of
activities and approaches? Why do you
think those values had fewer post-it
notes?

e Avre there any other core activities or
approaches that should be added to
the values? If so, write these on post-it
notes and add them to the values.

e Do we need to create more core
activities and approaches to promote
our values? If so, write these on post-it
notes and add them to the values.

Why didn’t some of the activities and
approaches align with a value? What should
be done with these activities and approaches?

Recipe for
Chocolate
Chip
Cookies

Post-It
Notes

Veley B et
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Take all of the post-it notes that align with the
community/organizational values and organize
them into different groups and themes. Please
note, there may be more than one way to
group these notes. Try to find the groupings
that resonate with the participants. Groupings
may be sorted by one or more of the following

Creating categories:

Org. . Ways of working with staff

Priorities . Organizational culture Post-its
. Human and financial resource practices

Approx. . Approach to working with community Paper

30-45 members

minutes . Departments or programs
. Processes and procedures

Once you have decided on themes, ask the
participants to divide into groups under each
theme and to write a summary of that theme
as a Core Practice based on the information in
the post-it notes.

Encourage the group to discuss the drafted
organizational Core Practices with other staff
and community members. Participants should
Next Steps try to determine what Core Practices resonate
with others and what Core Practices might be N/A
Approx. 1-2 missing.
months
Reconvene the group after they have reached
out to others to determine if they would like to

make any changes to the Core Practices.
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DESIGN AND REFINE
PROGRAMS
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OVERVIEW

Community-Centric Programs are developed, implemented, and
continuously improved in intentional partnership with community
members. Designing and refining programs in collaboration with the
community is essential to ensuring that your nonprofit's work remains
relevant, effective, and responsive. A Community-Centric Approach
requires more than surface-level engagement—it involves authentic,
ongoing collaboration and an openness to learning and adaptation. By
grounding your programs in the lived experiences and expertise of
community members, you can foster trust, build meaningful relationships,

and co-create initiatives that truly resonate.
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IMPLEMENTATION - DESIGN AND REFINE PROGRAMS

Turning ideas into impactful programs requires intentional planning, thoughtful
implementation, and a commitment to continuous improvement. Designing and
refining programs is not a one-time process but an ongoing journey of collaboration
and learning. This section provides actionable steps to implement Community-Centric
Programs in ways that honor the contributions of community members and ensure
programs remain adaptable to their evolving needs. By integrating authentic listening,
co-creation, and iterative refinement into your approach, your nonprofit can build
programs that are not only effective but also deeply rooted in the values, expertise,
and lived experiences of community members and program participants. Below are
some strategies that Valley Settlement has used when co-creating and evolving
programming in partnership with the community.

Engage in Authentic and Inclusive Listening

In a Community-Centric Approach, the community must be involved in the first stages
of program creation or, if you have already established programs, program innovation
and re-design. It is important that this involvement is not a one-time engagement, but
part of an ongoing and iterative process. Communities change and evolve over time,

and community-centric programs should evolve alongside them. Below are strategies
that Valley Settlement has successfully used when designing and evolving

community-centric programs.

ELEVATE COMMUNITY VOICE

Find ongoing opportunities for community members to share their opinions. At Valley
Settlement, for example, we conduct listening tours and ensure community
representation in our staff and on our board. When we discover gaps or challenges in
programs, we listen to the experiences of program participants to inform and influence
changes. The start of any new program exploration should begin by creating
opportunities for community members who are closest to the idea or issue to voice
their experiences and opinions.
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LISTEN AND REFLECT

Take the time to listen and reflect on program participants’ and community members’
comments and concerns. This fuels continuous learning, growth, and innovation and

ensures program design understands and addresses the realities of participants’ lives.

ENGAGE TRUSTED MESSENGERS

Working with staff and volunteers with lived expertise and who are trusted messengers
helps to build relationships in the community and ensure you understand cultural
nuances as you co-create Community-Centric Programs. See the Facilitated Activity on
page 42 to learn one way you might be able to identify and begin to break down the
barriers between your organization and the community you work with.

BE CULTURALLY RESPONSIVE

Hire staff within all levels of the organization who understand and embrace the culture
of the program participants. This can help the organization to work in collaboration

with community members to design and implement relevant programs.
BE ASSET-BASED

Recognize the value that each participant and staff member brings to the program and
reject paternalistic program practices that assume that you know what is best for staff
and program participants.

Co-Develop and Pilot Ideas

In collaboration with community, pilot new programs or components before fully
implementing them. A test case that includes feedback from participants and staff will
ensure changes are on the right track and allow for course correction without major
sacrifices of time or resources. Below are strategies that Valley Settlement has
successfully utilized when piloting new program components or launching new

programs.
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BE IN THE COMMUNITY

Facilitate programs and position staff in the same places where program participants
live and work. Integrate your programming into the rhythm of people’s lives, rather

than asking participants to come to locations or events that are convenient for you.

PROMOTE EXPERIMENTATION

Create an iterative process that allows staff and community members to take chances,
experiment, and grow with the program. This will also create opportunities for

collaboration and innovation.

SAVE SPACE FOR DIALOGUE

Whether in programming, during an evaluation retreat, or in a staff meeting, save time
for each person to contribute their thoughts and ideas. Creative ideas and constructive
feedback to create or iterate within programming can come at any time from anyone.

Evolve and Refine

There has never been and never will be a perfect program that requires no adjustment,
refinement, or evolution as time marches on. People, communities, environmental
circumstances - everything changes over time and so must your programs. Be
comfortable in the knowledge that your programs will never be perfect and create the
mechanisms for evaluation and iteration so your programs can constantly evolve
alongside the community. Below are strategies that Valley Settlement uses to create
space for program iteration.

INVEST IN EVALUATION

Invest time and funds in both formal and informal evaluation practices that include the
collective analysis of both quantitative and qualitative data. This investment is critical to
understanding and evolving programs with the community.
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CREATE AND MAINTAIN FLEXIBLE PROGRAMMING

Strict program policies and procedures won't work for everyone. Instead, create
programs that can flex and adjust to the changing needs, schedules, and circumstances

of community members.

— Ellen Freedman, Former Valley Settlement Board Member

EXAMPLE

The design of your Community-Centric Programs will vary depending on your
community. Valley Settlement’s programs place a strong emphasis on the following
qualities. These have been created in partnership with local Latina/o community
members, and are led by managers, directors, and staff with lived expertise.

Valley Settlement Community-Centric Programs

Valley Settlement works in collaboration with the community to create programs that
are:

e Relational: The organization employs trusted messengers to build relationships,
gain trust, and create an environment where staff and participants feel a sense of
belonging.

e Relevant: Staff conduct small group or one-on-one support in programs that are
highly customized to the individual or family participating.

e Accessible: Programming and outreach are conducted in Spanish, and in trusted
community spaces or in families’ homes.

e Interconnected: Families participate in multiple programs at different points in
their lives, programs make bi-directional referrals within Valley Settlement and
with values-aligned partner agencies.

e Responsive: Programs are flexible to the needs and challenges that community

members experience.
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e Connective: Programs offer opportunities for families to build social capital and
create connections within the community.

STORY

The following story shows how Valley Settlement’s specific approach to engaging in
authentic listening, co-developing and piloting ideas, and evolving and refining
programs with the community was integrated into the organization.

“When | was a teacher with El Busesito, we'd ask parents to complete a
post-program survey to gather their feedback on the program. It has always been an
embedded practice at Valley Settlement to ask participants and families what did
and didn’t work well. Families typically said, / wouldn’t change a thing other than
the amount of time.’ For years, that was always the main feedback from parents: we
want more time.

However, if we were to offer more time, we wouldn’t have as many spots available
for children, and we always had an extensive waitlist. When we found out about a
funding opportunity that could support a pilot program, we saw the chance for our
team to design and pilot what an extended-hour program model would look like.

We aimed to offer more class days on our current schedule. Reflecting on what we'd
heard over the years, we were set that this was what everyone wanted. During an
all-staff activity reviewing evaluation data, one staff member whose child had
participated in the Busesito program identified where we were stuck with the
schedule, suggesting that instead of increasing the number of days on the bus, we
extend the time for the two days students are already on the bus. This was a light
bulb moment in the design process: we had been too narrowly focused.

Being in that explorative space with staff and talking things through with people who
brought various experiences and perspectives to the table resulted in a better
model than | would have come up with alone. Since then, we have continued to
adapt and modify our class schedules and routines based on what we hear from staff
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and participants about what does and doesn’t work. Having the opportunity to listen
to the input of a parent on staff who not only had participated in the Busesito, but
also understood the programming side of things was eye-opening.”

Karla Reyes Castro, El Busesito Preschool Manager, Valley Settlement

— Tracy Bethell, Director of Finance and Operations, Valley Settlement

FAGILITATED ACTIVITY - SHRINKING VENN

This activity can be facilitated with a diverse group of 6-15 stakeholders associated with
your programs. Participants may include staff, partners, program participants and/or
community members. Please note, if your organization hasn't already defined your
community and organizational values or core practices you may want to solidify those
values and practices before this activity. Feel free to modify this activity to better align
with your group.

Activity Objectives:
e |dentify the separation that exists between your programs and your community

e Explore ways that you can narrow the gap between your programs and your

community
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Activity

Description

Materials

Introduction

Approx. 5-10

minutes

Share the objectives of the session and explain
that you will be exploring the relationship
between your nonprofit and the community you
work with.

N/A

Shrinking
Venn

Approx.
30-45
minutes

Draw a giant Venn diagram with two slightly
overlapping circles. Label one side of the Venn
with the title Community and the other circle
Nonprofit. Ask the group to brainstorm the
roles that the community members play with
the programs. This may include program
participants, referrals, recruit participants
through word of mouth, and volunteer. Ask
the group to write their responses on Post-it
notes and place those notes in the Community
circle.

Ask the group to brainstorm the roles that staff
members play with the program. This might
include design program activities, recruit
participants, register participants, and lead
activities. Ask the group to write their
responses on post it notes and place those
notes on the Nonprofit circle.

Ask the group to analyze the two circles and
determine if there are any overlapping roles.
Place those overlapping role notes in the
overlapping circles section.

Ask the participants to select one thing on the
community side that could be moved to the
middle overlapping section. Encourage them
to explore what this could look like in their
organization. Have the same discussion about
moving one item from the organizational roles
to the middle of the Venn Diagram. Explore
what this will look like in the community.

Flipchart,
Markers,
Post-It
Notes

Erase the
Lines

Ask the group to imagine every role from the
community and nonprofit circles in the middle
section. Lead the following discussion:

Venn
Diagram
from

Veley B et
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e \What are the barriers to shrink this Venn Shrinking
Approx. diagram and combine the circles? Venn
20-30 e How can we overcome these barriers? activity

e Which diagram better represents your
community-driven Organizational
Values - slightly overlapping circles or
merged circles? Why?

e Which diagram better represents your
Core Practices - slightly overlapping
circles or merged circles? Why?

e How can the organization and
community find the right balance of
roles?

minutes

Ask the group to create a plan on how to start
and continue to merge the two circles together.
Next Steps
Determine how the organization and programs N/A
Approx. 1-2 | may currently be taking a paternalistic approach
months to working with the community. Explore how to
eliminate or adjust these practices so they are
community-centric and no longer paternalistic.

“Each family has their own story and each person has
their own accomplishments, it may be a small story but it

is a very valuable one.”

— Patricia Juarez, Learning with Love Family Educator, Valley Settlement

“We are not there to change lives, Valley Settlement can't
change lives, the only people that can change their life is
[the program participant] but we are with them, we are

holding their hands to grow, that's what we do.”

— Leti Maria Duefas, Alma Peer Compafiera, Valley Settlement
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MOVING FORWARD
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OVERVIEW

The end of this guide is just the beginning. A beginning to a new
approach to working in and with your community. A kick-off toward
practices that are rooted in values, aligned with practices, and committed
to community-centric programs. Use the facilitated activities and summary
checklist below in tandem with our technical assistance program to help
get you started.
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SUMMARY CHECKLIST

To support your implementation toward a Community-Centric Approach, we have

created the following checklist that summarizes the implementation practices and

facilitated activities in this guide. Although there are more practices to consider, we

believe that this list represents the essential items that will help you to get started with

a Community-Centric Approach.

Design Approach:

Engage a diverse group of participants to capture community values.
Translate community values into organizational values.

Identify the essential activities and behaviors that are important to your
organizational practices.

Articulate your Core Practices and ensure they are aligned with your
Organizational Values.

Document the role of the community and the role of your nonprofit, and
acknowledge the similarities and differences between these two roles.

Create a plan to merge the role of the community with the role of your
nonprofit.

Human and Financial Resources:

Vel B 2t

Create staff position descriptions that align with your values and organizational

priorities.

Develop hiring, onboarding, and performance review practices that align with
your values.

Listen and reflect on the input of staff and community members.

Make investments in staff that give them the space and grace to grow and learn.
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e Ensure that all internal human resource practices mirror the same practices being

implemented in the community.
e Prioritize the involvement of values-aligned funders and partner agencies.

e Create a financially stable environment that provides staff with the time and
opportunity to listen, reflect, and implement the practices, values, and priorities
outlined in the guide.

Organizational Culture and Practices:

e Create a collaborative leadership structure that allows staff to contribute to and
have ownership over the community-driven Organizational Values,
organizational Core Practices, and Community-Centric Programs.

Conduct formal or informal quarterly and/or annual review of values and
practices.

e Engage in repair work when the organization or individuals misstep.

Create an inclusive environment with clear, open, and positive communication.

Ensure that the language used within the organization and in the community
aligns with your Community-Centric Approach.

Reject any misalignments with your values and a paternalistic approach to
working with staff, community members, and program participants.

Work in and with the Community:
e Engage trusted messengers to build relationships with community members.
e Use your connections with the community to help elevate their voices.

e Take time to fully listen and reflect on the thoughts, ideas, and feedback of
others.
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e Provide space for people to speak, take chances, and experiment with
programs.

e Invest in participatory evaluation practices that will continuously assess and

improve programs.
o Create flexible programs that will be responsive to community members.

e Be culturally responsive to the diverse group of community members and
participants your organization engages with.

e Focus on the strengths and assets of community members and program
participants.

If you have any questions about a Community-Centric Approach, Valley Settlement, or
the Valley Settlement technical assistance program, please contact the Development
and Communications Director at 970-963-0851 or send an email to

info@valleysettlement.org
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Valley Settlement

1901 Grand Ave., Ste. 206
Glenwood Springs, CO 81601
info@valleysettlement.org
valleysettlement.org

This guide was developed with support from Ascend at the Aspen Institute, through
Valley Settlement’s partnership in the 2Gen Accelerator Community.
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https://ascend.aspeninstitute.org/the-2gen-accelerator-community/
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